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In this paper we argue that management learning, as a field of study, has different choices to make than 
mainstream management research in its conceptualization and treatment of theory/practice. We believe 
that management learning as a field of practice – and as a journal – has both the opportunity, and a special 
responsibility, to consider theory and practice in ways that do not reduce the debate to disembodied 
actors and their assumed different occupational needs. Recent theoretical shifts in management learning 
have emphasized the relational, site and context specific conception of knowledge and practice and engaged 
with individuals (whatever their role) in exploring how they come to experience and develop new ways of 
being and acting in the world. We argue that management learning, when it looks at its existing practice 
through the epistemic practice perspective, will appreciate the contribution it is already making to advancing 
theory/practice understanding in management without needing to develop additional collaborative research 
strategies.
Keywords
boundary spanners, epistemology, learning theory, practice-based studies, social learning theory
Introduction
The field of management studies has become increasingly focused on the relationship (ideal or 
otherwise) between management theory and practice. A number of Anglo-American journals have 
devoted special issues to the topic since 2000, amongst them: Academy of Management Journal 
(see Rynes et al., 2001), British Journal of Management (see Starkey and Madan, 2001), 
Organization Studies (see Beech et al., 2010; Miettinen et al., 2009), Journal of Organizational 
Change (see Eikeland and Nicolini, 2011), Journal of Applied Behavioural Science (see Heracleous, 
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2011) and the European Business Review (see Brownlie et al., 2008). As the published output on 
the issue has multiplied so has the gravitational pull of the debate increased; the field of manage-
ment learning finding itself being drawn into discussing the ‘theory/practice divide’. Management 
Learning, the journal, has responded to the interest shown by researchers in establishing what 
management learning’s (the field of study) position in the debate could be by devoting a number of 
special issues to it (see Engwall and Kipping, 2004; Gherardi, 2009b; Heusinkveld et al., 2011) and 
via occasional key papers (for example Corradi et al., 2010). This current special issue, which it is 
hoped will further the co-production of knowledge between theorists and practitioners is also a call 
for management learning to respond to the need for ‘actionable knowledge’ (Argyris, 2004).
References to the theory/practice divide within management studies are for the most part short-
hand for the commonly held belief that the relationship between management theory/theorists and 
practice/practitioners is troubled or problematic, with the distance between the two presented as a 
gap/fissure/chasm that must be bridged/reconciled/communicated across (for example Deadrick 
and Gibson, 2007; Holmstrom et al., 2009; Hughes et al., 2011; Maital et al., 2008; Moisander and 
Stenfors, 2009; Shapiro et al., 2007; Starkey and Madan, 2001; Van de Ven and Johnson, 2006). 
The theory/practice divide is primarily expressed as an anxiety regarding the relevance of aca-
demic research to practitioners (Starkey and Madan, 2001) especially by those academics that 
consider management to be an applied science. As a result of the alleged disconnect between man-
agement research and practice it is feared that organizations will turn to commercial consultancy 
firms for performance improvement rather than the preferred option of basing their practice on 
academic research.
The management learning literature has a different and more complex relationship with issues 
of knowledge creation and acquisition via its specific concern with learning, and therefore it 
approaches the theory/practice divide in different ways to the management studies literature. Our 
paper asks for an appreciation of that difference and suggests that calls for the co-production of 
knowledge, or the entwining of practitioner and theorist identities or for more collaborative 
research activity (Antonacopoulou et al., 2010, personal communication) is to misread the ways in 
which theory/practice is currently configured in the subject area. We focus on three broad strands 
of literature within management learning that relate to concepts of theory/practice. The first sees 
the gap between theory and practice as a legacy from management education’s professionalization 
project. The story of the development of management education programmes provides a context 
for the development of concerns about the theory/practice divide. The second approach experi-
ments with the educational metaphor of the borderland drawn from the adult learning literature of 
border crossing (see Giroux, 1992) to configure different, less hierarchical and less fixed relation-
ships in the learning ‘landscape’. These relationships are not only between practice and theory but 
other aspects of learning in relationship to each other. We suggest that the main body of manage-
ment learning research can be located in this domain. Indeed we see the call for papers for this 
special issue using the same landscape metaphor and its interest in dialogue as a ‘space of experi-
mentation . . . central to practising, generating ideas, and new possibilities’ for academics, business 
practitioners and policy makers who are made equal by the fact that they are all considered learners 
(Antonacoupolou et al., 2010, personal communication), although we are less convinced that this 
is an appropriate space in which to seek socio-economic impact through dialogue. The third area 
of interest and approach to management learning is epistemic practice, a developing area of 
research and theory building and a perspective through which it is possible to see the existing lit-
erature as embodying theory/practice concerns.
We argue that the first two perspectives – that of management education and borderland 
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has always been central to theory/practice concerns. Management learning academics have, in 
their educational encounters with practising managers, not only enjoyed good and productive 
relationships but have also been well placed to play with the identities that see power shifting 
between practitioner, learner, theorist, educational practitioner, learner, theorist and practical the-
orist in ways not reflected in mainstream management work on the theory/practice gap. The epis-
temic practice approach fits naturally into this understanding of the shifting, relational and 
complex relationship in learning. In order to uncover the distinctive contribution that manage-
ment learning makes to our understanding of practice we believe it is important to work with the 
grain of the existing scholarship rather than against it. To look for the contribution outside of the 
current understanding of learning as relational and with the individual as the instigator of sense 
making, is to risk consigning management learning to the periphery of the debate around theory/
practice and to ignore the contribution it is already making.
The origins of the theory/practice gap in management 
education
In this first section of the paper we locate the origins of the perceived gap between the interests of 
theorists and practitioners within the development of management education. The role that the state 
envisions for higher education programmes in management helps create and perpetuate the ten-
sions between theory and practice that are expressed in the wider management literature. 
Management learning, as a field of study, can claim ownership of the history of management edu-
cation and also the literature that is concerned with the student experience of management under-
graduate study and different forms of critical, reflective and reflexive pedagogy in respect of the 
postgraduate education of practising managers. It has also, through its own pedagogical practice, 
created spaces where the theory/practice dynamic is disrupted in ways that are not considered in 
the mainstream management theory/practice debate. It is our contention that the call for more col-
laborative and productive research relationships between theory/practice originates in the manage-
ment studies literature and not the management learning literature and as a result it is important to 
understand the relationship between the two.
The legacy of the professionalization of management education project
The theory/practice debate has become over-burdened with metaphor at the expense of analysis; 
metaphor not only describes the condition but also suggests the cure. For example, if the gap 
between theory (and theorists) and practice (and practitioners) is assumed to be the result of a lack 
of connection and contact rather than each party holding opposing values then the metaphor will 
be one of bridge building. Often the party on the ‘other side’ of the gap is portrayed as speaking a 
different language (academic or practical and managerial) and if that is the case then the literature 
will tend towards recommending action around translation and dissemination, usually by stressing 
the need to modify academic language and express ideas in ways that practitioners can understand 
(see Shapiro et al., 2007 for a fuller account). What is lacking in most of the accounts of the theory/
practice divide and what it represents for management (studies and/or learning) are explanations as 
to the conditions that have created the gaps identified in the first place.
Pettigrew (2001) has observed that the appearance of the ‘fond dichotomy’ of theory and prac-
tice and concerns about dissemination of knowledge appear to ebb and flow with socio-economic 
contexts. If that is the case then the continued after-shocks of the global financial crisis that started 4  Management Learning 0(0)
in 2008, and concern about where economic growth is going to come from, provide a contextual 
explanation for the current anxiety around the theory/practice divide. However, Pettigrew is one of 
the few management studies academics who are at pains to point out the importance of socio-
economic context. The ‘bridging the gap’ literature in management studies is predominantly ahis-
torical. Without a historical context for the appearance of ‘the gap’ its origins become almost 
mythical, as if once upon a time practice and theory were an integrated whole until they were 
cruelly ripped asunder with each now disconsolately roaming the economic landscape searching 
for a way to be reunited.
Raelin (2007), therefore, offers a welcome grounding of the theory and practice ‘problem’ in 
respect of management learning when he traces it to the United States in the 1960s and the profes-
sionalization of management education. As management learning arguably oversees the field of 
management education Raelin’s argument is an important stepping off point in the story of the 
discipline’s relationship to theory and practice. His account of the development of management 
education within higher education ignores some of its early US history (see Locke, 1993; Nelson, 
1992; Perriton, 2007), which is a matter of regret as the early history of the business school helps 
to explain the desire for management to be considered a science and to adopt its foundational 
beliefs from mathematics, Boolean logic, statistics, econometrics and linear programme despite its 
liberal arts foundations (Locke, 1993). Raelin instead focuses on the publication of the foundation 
reports in the 1950s that recommended – as similar reports published in the UK would go on to do 
as well – the creation of a degree framework that cast management in the guise of a profession, 
suggesting a codified knowledge base that could be passed on in a classroom setting. Although by 
most measures management cannot be considered a profession, i.e. the lack of a central institution 
to profess allegiance to, the fact that the degree is not required in order to practise and the absence 
of a professional association that speaks for managers, the greater prize was the contribution that 
research faculty could make to the positivist knowledge base of management (Raelin, 2007). 
The assumption that academic researchers would test and improve theory before including it in the 
curriculum for the development of future managers was at the core of the modernizing profession-
alization project. No longer would becoming a manager have to rely on a variation of the craft 
system, where on-the-job training methods were the only form of instruction and know-how was 
atheoretical, idiosyncratic and often based on homilies (Raelin, 2007). That modernizing project, 
which fixed the relationship between practice (managers) and theorists (academics) as one of 
master/servant created differential effects on management studies research and management 
learning research.
Within management studies the same modernizing post-World War II zeal that placed its faith 
in management schools also led to the expectation that practical problem solving, involving a range 
of stakeholders, would form the basis of a new form of knowledge production (Gibbons et al., 
1994). Gibbons et al.’s broad thesis – that both knowledge itself and the process of research were 
undergoing a transformation – seemed to resonate with researchers and policy makers and, as is 
often the case with seminal texts, the ideas from it were interpreted to suit the political agenda of 
the time. The socio-economic context of the 1990s, as they are now, were dominated by arguments 
regarding the withdrawal of the state from infrastructure provision and supply-side interventions 
and placed enormous faith in the ability of the private sector to drive, manage and create innovation 
in all areas of society.
Gibbons et al. subsequently expressed regret at the way in which their careful argument about 
the production of scientific knowledge, and particularly the term ‘Mode 2’, was simplified and 
misused but policy makers were keen to place their political faith in the idea that the state is merely 
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and process should be oriented to the demands of a flexible and de-regulated labour market (Jessop, 
2002). Innovation for economic gain is now firmly established as one of the key objectives for 
academic research activities and the desired outcome of bringing practitioners and academics 
together in order to achieve greater business and national economic benefit and impact.
The debates that have broken out periodically within management studies on the theory/practice 
divide since the publication of The New Production of Knowledge (Gibbons et al., 1994) can, we 
suggest, be placed contextually against the background of the professionalization project in man-
agement, the transfer of state responsibility for infrastructure decisions to the market and the (lib-
eral interpretation) of Gibbons et al. (1994) as justification for practice innovation as the measure 
of research success in management. Predictably, the (epistemologically unsustainable) equating of 
academic practice with ‘theory’, which in turn determines the ‘practice’ of practising managers has 
resulted in a continuing series of crises around relevance and rigour in the research output of man-
agement studies academics. In pursuing relevance management research has often had to sacrifice 
rigour (Pettigrew, 2001). In the pursuit of rigour management research often becomes disengaged 
from the immediate priorities of practising managers, which in turn reinforces the idea of the gap 
between theory and practice.
The impact of the modernizing project of management education has, however, played out dif-
ferently within the management learning literature and community. At undergraduate level interest 
and research activity in respect of curriculum and pedagogical issues is broadly spread across 
subject areas, with management learning researchers playing no leadership role. But in respect of 
postgraduate and post-experience education management learning has assumed a greater role in 
intellectual leadership and pedagogical development. This is almost certainly the result of the suc-
cess of critical management education (CME) in bringing in emancipatory and critical education 
influences from the US into the management learning literature and research agenda, especially at 
postgraduate level. The educational space in which management learning academic practitioners 
and management practitioners meet is a very different space to the one where economic impera-
tives meet applied research. Notwithstanding the policy assumptions that hold that classrooms are 
the place in which codified, evidence-based knowledge is transmitted to practitioners, the relation-
ship between theory/practice is experienced differently, and more ambiguously in critically aware 
educational spaces. Managers are drawn to postgraduate education not only for career advance-
ment but also because they believe that their own practice will improve as a result of the integration 
of established theory (Corradi et al., 2010), with an increased self-awareness. This has created 
opportunities for pedagogical practice that exploits the opportunities for reflection to challenge a 
range of power/conflict/difference issues in management and the learning context. We are thinking 
here specifically of Reynolds (1998, 1999) and his work on making the distinction between critical 
content and critical process in management education but there are a range of other voices, not just 
critical ones, that accept facilitated reflection an important feature of the management education/
learning offering (for example Gray, 2007; Keevers and Treleaven, 2011; Korthagen, 2005; Peltier 
et al., 2005; Van Woerkom, 2010).
In terms of research, not only has CME looked to the process of educating managers within 
higher education settings but has also challenged the content, and the presumed aims of such pro-
grammes (see French and Grey, 1996; Grey, 2002, 2004; Grey and Mitev, 1995; Perriton, 2007; 
Perriton and Reynolds, 2004; Rowlinson and Hassard, 2011; Vince, 2010 for fuller accounts of the 
aims and methods of CME). Resistance to seeing academic priorities collapsed into those of practi-
tioners is most noticeable in CME, but it is discernible even within mainstream management studies. 
The assertion that academic research should not always seek to advance the interests of capital, 
but is also needed to critique and observe it continues to lose ground in the current economic and 6  Management Learning 0(0)
political climate. Despite the obvious dismay by policy makers that academics are failing to con-
tribute directly to sector innovation practitioners and academics continue to focus on different 
goals. This should not surprise anyone. For, as Kieser and Leiner (2009) observe, once the two 
communities of scholars and practitioners were created as separate systems it was always going to 
be difficult for both groups to break out of their respective self-referential loops to communicate 
with each other, let alone to collaborate.
In summary we believe that the origins of the theory/practice gap within management can be 
found in the professionalization project of management education in the post-war era. The belief 
that universities should play a central role in innovating for economic advantage was promoted 
by the state as a justification for the creation of the business school model in the UK. However, 
the full impact of that policy was not realized until political and socio-economic conditions 
pushed the logic to its limits. The positioning of management research (and researchers) in a sub-
servient role to the interests of practitioners was a misreading of Gibbons et al. (1994) but a con-
venient one for the state, although it is a moot point whether practitioners are as fully engaged 
with the debate as academics and policy makers. Certainly in the field of management learning 
there is a much more nuanced relationship between theory and practice and theorists and practi-
tioners within the learning spaces created by some forms of postgraduate programmes for manag-
ers. Management learning has found ways to ameliorate the legacy of the hierarchical positioning 
of theory/practice and practitioners/academics. The next section of the paper explores those 
attempts in more detail.
Management learning, pedagogy and the theorist/practitioner 
dynamic
In this section we consider spaces, created by management learning through its pedagogical prac-
tice, in which the relationship between theory and practice is experienced as much less politically 
charged than it is within management studies. We restate the position we outlined in the previous 
section that the theory and practice debate is overloaded with metaphor to the detriment of our 
capacity to see the issue clearly. This is a view held by other management learning researchers, for 
example Tyler (2009) who contends that the gap metaphor forces individuals to identify with either 
being a practitioner or a theorist, but not both.
The suggestion for breaking out of the restrictive metaphor of the gap given by Tyler (2009) is 
to think of it (if we must think of the relationship as being characterized as a divide at all) as a slight 
hollow, a depression in the earth that we might step across with minimal calculation. She draws on 
the borderland landscape of the Mexico-US border to illustrate the idea of the overlapping periph-
eries of academic and practitioner activity and in doing so invokes a powerful image that exists 
within critical adult education that has always carried with it a sense of a liberating space (cf. 
Giroux, 1992).
Borderlands are a well-established mental landscape in the US psyche, which is why the meta-
phor has such power in the predominantly US authored critical adult educational literature. UK 
writers (for example Edwards, 1997) tend to turn to the landscape of the moor to evoke the same 
sense of geographical indeterminacy, the lack of roads and signposts, the absence of settlement and 
defensive structures and the idea that routes through the landscape are impermanent and contin-
gent. The borderland metaphor has crossed over from critical education to management learning 
because it is so successful in evoking the idea of space outside of fixed notions of ‘theory’ and 
‘practice’, where looser identification with the roles of ‘theorist’ or ‘practitioner’ is possible or 
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In keeping with the idea of a liminal landscape of learning where identity is not fixed, manage-
ment learning has traditionally written about theory and practice within the over-arching concern 
for learning and focused on relational or relationship concerns. Whether this focus is on the rela-
tionship between learners (for example groupwork issues), the relationship between practitioners 
and theory (for example as practitioner/researchers and in relation to action research approaches), 
the emphasis placed on the learners’ needs (for example assessment methodology, networked 
learning, student-centred approaches) or the use of theory to understand the dynamics within peda-
gogical practice (for example gender, power, race, sexuality, conflict) (amongst many others see 
Ahmed et al., 2006; Case and Selvester, 2002; Cunliffe and Linstead, 2009; Elliott and Reynolds, 
2002; Fenwick, 2004, 2005; Hodgson et al., 2005; Kayes, 2002; Reynolds, 1998, 1999, 2000) 
relationship issues are key to understanding management learning as a field of study.
Nor has the field ignored dialogic approaches as it seeks to explore these relational aspects. 
Cunliffe (2002) has helped to establish an important strand within the management learning lit-
erature for the consideration of the role of dialogue for individual learning, and has done much to 
open up the field to more discursive influences (for example Ashcraft and Allen, 2009; Cunliffe, 
2001a, 2001b, 2002 and 2008; Ferreday et al., 2006). Cunliffe’s (2002) work is concerned with 
‘inside-out’ sense making where the individual manager is able to develop their own way of 
understanding their actions from within their own practice. Her conception of the reflexive dia-
logical process embraces embodiment, emotion and rationality as part of the process by which 
managers can notice their own reactions, acknowledge them and build on them to develop self-
reflexivity. A more critical and sophisticated version of ‘reflection in action’ (Schön, 1987), 
reflexive dialogical practice is concerned with the process by which we work through moments 
of ‘stuckness’ by becoming aware of (again, as part of learning) the relation between emotion and 
sense making, or embodied reactions and our conscious interaction, the imaginary and the actual-
ity of the event.
The encouragement we are hearing now for management learning to engage with dialogic 
approaches, however, comes from a different tradition than that represented by Cunliffe, although 
the vocabulary used does evoke management learning concerns. For example, there is the inferred 
use of the borderland metaphor in Beech et al.’s (2010: 1342) statement that dialogic discourse is 
a way of ‘crossing traditional boundaries’ but the emphasis on generating new knowledge, as 
opposed to exploring learning processes, suggests that this dialogic call has its conceptual origins 
more in organizational development (OD) and organizational learning than in management learn-
ing. For ‘management learning’ theorists knowledge is a critical judgement reached about ‘some 
thing – ideology, theory, text or process’ (Cunliffe, 2002: 39). Knowledge is an intellectual position 
that is held about realities and systems that exist independently of our own involvement whereas 
learning (and coming to know) cannot be separated from the active involvement of the individual 
in the context of their own practice (Cunliffe, 2002).
Organizational development has the organization as its reference point and knowledge about the 
organization as its aim. Management learning has, as its reference point, the individual learner and 
learning processes. Dialogue in an organizational context arises directly out of common aspirations 
and shared visions (Bushe and Marshak, 2009). And what the dialogic approach seeks to expose 
opportunistically (cf. with Beech et al.’s (2010) idea of occasional, spontaneous insights through 
dialogue) is the underlying patterns of discourse and its effects. The difference between the dia-
logic OD approach and earlier forms of interventions to produce innovation and change at the 
organizational level are visible at the level of root metaphor. Previously organizations were seen as 
biological organisms that were made up of adaptive structures that co-evolved with their environ-
ment, with the goal of organizational knowledge being to understand the optimal mix of internal 8  Management Learning 0(0)
processes and organizational structures to fit the external environment (Bushe and Marshak, 2009). 
Dialogic approaches are social constructionist in nature, and viewed from the social constructionist 
perspective organizations are not adaptive biological entities but sites of multiple perspectives and 
discourses (Bushe and Marshak, 2009). It is the role of the OD practitioner to raise awareness of 
and to reveal the meaning-making processes at work. The ‘new’ knowledge that is created, and 
which acts as the spur to action and innovation, is this fresh appreciation of how the organization 
makes sense of its own internal conversations, who it silences and what it acts on.
In most of the research accounts that advocate the benefits of using dialogue for the co-creation 
of knowledge between theorists and practitioners the academic often assumes the role that is nor-
mally taken by the internal OD consultant. For example, in Beech et al.’s (2010) research project 
academics facilitated the process of discovering practice insights by interpreting the organizational 
actors’ dialogic behaviour and feeding it back into the process. The academic/practitioner is con-
cerned with establishing a space, either by positioning theory as a catalyst to an individual’s sense-
making processes or by seizing the opportunistic moments for transformative insights into 
discourse, to create the conditions for ‘new’ knowledge to be formed and for impact via the lever-
aging the internal capability of the organization to create change.
We also see the work of Antonacopoulou (2009) as drawing on OD interventions and concepts. 
But Antonacopoulou’s concern is to demonstrate that management learning, rather than OD, is 
capable of socio-economic impact in its work with practitioners and therefore her work keeps 
more closely to the idea that dialogic discourse brings about change through learning, rather than 
the creation of new knowledge. Antonacopoulou’s work draws specifically upon Argyris’s (2004) 
earlier call for organizational scholars to deliver ‘actionable knowledge’. Argyris wanted scholars 
to have the skills to work with managers to surface institutional routines, have conversations 
about them and then to create ‘actionable knowledge’, and to overcome the psychological defence 
mechanisms that spring up around cognitive learning. However, Antonacopoulou prefers to work 
with the concept ‘unlearning’. For Antonacopoulou unlearning is fundamentally a process that 
Argyris (2004) would recognize as his own preferred method, i.e. a process of practising asking 
different questions by building on the feedback loops (revealing the tensions) central to single, 
double and deutero (triple) learning. But whilst the emphasis on learning and relationship places 
Antonacopoulou within the tradition of management learning literature the emphasis in her work 
on telos (Van de Ven and Poole, 1995) harks back to the purposeful OD tradition of biological 
adaptation and creates potential tensions between her work and the approach taken by dialogic 
researchers.
Dialogic approaches – when they are predicated on the belief that actionable knowledge or 
‘new’ knowledge will be the outcome of the process – do not, we believe, fit comfortably or easily 
within management learning. As we have outlined above many of the facilitative methods, and 
foundational concepts, of the dialogic approaches started life as organizational development 
interventions and have been adopted by academics to allow them to leverage impact from within 
organizations. We believe this is a problematic starting point from which to argue that a dialogic 
approach, which is facilitated by a theorist working with a practitioner(s) with the aim of produc-
ing new organizational knowledge can be claimed to be a uniquely effective contribution to the 
conceptualization of theory/practice on the part of management learning. In order for there to be 
a claim for a distinctive management learning approach to thinking through the ‘problem’ of 
theory/practice we believe it must be rooted in processes of learning, not knowledge creation and 
experienced at the level of the individual, not the organization. In the next section we turn to an 
approach within management learning we believe fulfils that criterion, the concept of epistemic 
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Why organizations do not need our dialogic assistance but 
managers do: Management learning and epistemic practice
In the previous section we were at pains to demonstrate that when academics make interventions 
that ‘help’ practitioners interpret shared discourses or leverage innovation from opportunistic dia-
logic moments they are acting within an organizational development, and not management learn-
ing, tradition. We make this distinction because we believe there is practical and intellectual merit 
in doing so. It is our experience that more individual managers approach universities, usually by 
undertaking a programme of postgraduate study, to make sense of their practice and the context in 
which they ‘manage’ than organizations seek our help to improve their internal processes. As man-
agement learning scholars we, and our students, are focused on the individual manager and their 
practice in our pedagogical work and in our research. It is the study of organizations – the unit of 
analysis of interest to the widest range of academic researchers, and to policy makers – that is 
exposed to the full force of expectations that academics must produce theory that benefits practice 
in a direct economic sense.
It is our belief that organizations do not need our assistance in helping them to find new, or better, 
practices by being dialogic consultants. The studies of Bjorkeng et al. (2009) and Geiger (2009) 
demonstrate that organizational actors are very capable of developing new and cooperative organi-
zational routines as well as ‘repairing’ practices without outside help. Longitudinal research studies 
of the type completed by Bjorkeng et al. (2009) and similar ones by Nicolini (2009a, 2009b, 2011) 
will continue to be important to our understanding of practice formation, but this is not the same as 
declaring academic involvement to be integral to the process. Yet we do believe that individual 
managers can be helped to make sense of their own practice – or elements that constitute their expe-
rience of ‘doing’ management – if we adopt an ‘epistemic practice’ approach in our teaching and 
research. In this section we explain why we do not believe this position is contradictory and why we 
believe it constitutes a coherent management learning approach to theory/practice.
An epistemic approach to practice, as described by Corradi et al. (2010), assumes practice is a 
way of seeing, or practice as epistemology. Geiger (2009: 132) identifies the approach as rejecting 
the cognitivist and positivist tradition in learning and presents it in his work as ‘practice as [an] 
epistemic-normative concept’. It is perhaps more in keeping with the language preferences of 
management learning to think of practice as a space, our own individual borderland, where those 
elements of practice that require our personal ‘authoring’, i.e. the deployment of our own explana-
tory constructs, emotional response, judgements (Bjorkeng et al., 2009) meet the social world that 
requires ‘negotiating’ i.e. norms, material objects, situated knowledge, networked actors (Bjorkeng 
et al., 2009). Rather than thinking of theoretical knowledge or practice being ‘out there’ and dis-
coverable (Geiger, 2009) practice is a relational process, the product of the complex interplay of a 
range of different elements. The elements assumed to be part of practice vary in nature or emphasis 
depending from which field that practice is being studied from. Sociologists, for example, give 
greater emphasis to how the individual understands social phenomena, their familiarity with them 
and the power to consent or withhold a concept in a given situation (Smeyers and Burbules, 2005). 
More recently, the self-identified ‘practice theorists’ (Schatzki, 2001: 2) have talked of a field of 
practices, which comprises the elements of knowledge, meaning, science, power, language, social 
institutions and historical transformations. Management learning emphasizes the place of learning 
and knowledge within the practice space as one of the main elements. In summary, although the 
language used to describe the elements may change according to the academic discipline an epis-
temic practice approach sees practice as an embodied and materially mediated activity around 
practical understanding (Schatzki, 2001).10  Management Learning 0(0)
Nicolini (2009) suggests the key to making the epistemic practice perspective our default 
understanding of practice is by supplying clear, and attractive, methods for researchers to use when 
exploring practice issues. Organizational studies research has already established a number of meth-
odological approaches to the study of practice, which it has adapted for use from the different tradi-
tions it has borrowed from in order to research organizational sites. Nicolini (2009b: 1393) refers to 
these different traditions as ‘theoretical tributaries’ and highlights, in particular, the importance of 
the emphasis of Heideggerian thought on the centrality of social practices and practical understand-
ing, adding to that ethnomethodology to reveal the methods and devices needed for social effect 
to be constructed, then adding Activity Theory (AT) in order to focus on particular objects or out-
comes identified with that practice and then, finally, on Actor Network Theory (ANT) approaches 
for exploring how human and non-human actors are socio-materially ordered and interact.
Although management learning, as a field of study, has embraced all of these theoretical 
approaches in the past it is AT that has probably enjoyed the widest application in the literature. AT 
has been used to acknowledge the individual and social aspects of practice in the research, for 
example of Ardichvili (2003) and Blackler and McDonald (2000). The use of symbolic interaction-
ist and ANT approaches in management learning research has also found a foothold because of AT. 
This is a result of the convergence of research interests in situated activity and knowing-in-practice 
(Gherardi, 2009a), which in turn also creates room for community of practice approaches. The 
methodology of choice for the study of knowing-in-practice in management learning has tradition-
ally been ethnomethodology (Fox, 2006). But for Gherardi (2009a: 118), and those researchers 
who have an affinity to social practice theories, the empirical study of how it is we come ‘to know’ 
and to be a competent practitioner has focused on sites of knowing, rather than individuals and 
have therefore lent themselves to ethnographic approaches.
As management learning is focused more on the practice of the individual manager we believe that 
phenomenography should also be considered for its methodological advantages in studying practice. 
Phenomenographic and phenomenological studies are present, but largely unacknowledged as an 
influence in management learning research, despite being the basis of existing practice studies. For 
example, Yanow and Tsoukas (2009) draw on Nicolini’s (2009b) first ‘tributary’ of theory, i.e. 
Heidegger, in considering the role that reflection and reflexivity play in practice. Heidegger is seen as 
foundational to the epistemic practice perspective because his work stands in opposition to the idea 
that knowledge is cognitive and representational (Nicolini, 2011). Despite the fact that reflection 
implies an individual cognitive activity it is considered as an approach that involves interplay of the 
individual and social (see also our earlier discussion of Cunliffe, 2008). This is as a result of the 
emphasis that Heideggerian phenomenology places on the way in which the body and mind are 
caught up in the world rather than just existing as an isolated thinking subject (Yanow and Tsoukas, 
2009). Segal (2010) has developed this idea further in his study of management learning when he 
considers the bodily experience of despair and disruption as a precursor of reflexivity.
Within the broader fields of management learning and/or professional development there has 
been one author whose phenomenographic research has managed to cross the divide into main-
stream management research. Jorgen Sandberg (1994, 2000; Dall’Alba and Sandberg, 2006; 
Sandberg and Pinnington, 2009) is credited with enabling the crossover of phenomenography to 
management research and prompting the small spate of phenomenographical studies that arose 
after 2000 (Blomberg, 2004). Many of the research studies that have adopted a phenomenographic 
approach in the post-2000 period have done so to explore, even if as a secondary research question, 
issues of management education and learning (Chen and Partington, 2006; Chen et al., 2008; Lin 
and Tsai, 2008; Love and Fry, 2006; Lucas, 2001, 2002; Tempone and Martin, 2003; Wright et al., 
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If we are to look to phenomenographic based methods to explore the individual experience of 
practice then we must reconsider the work of Ference Marton (Marton, 1978, 1981; Marton and 
Booth, 1997; Marton and Säljö, 1976; Marton et al., 1984, 1993;). Marton, from the associated 
field of education studies, is widely acknowledged as the originator of phenomenography. The key 
epistemological question for Marton is ‘How do we [the learner] gain knowledge about the world?’ 
(Marton and Booth, 1997: 1). In keeping with the idea of an interconnected bundle of elements that 
constitute an individual’s practice or being in the world phenomenography holds that – from the 
learner’s perspective – there is not a real world ‘out there’ and subjective world ‘in here’. The 
world is neither constructed by the learner nor imposed upon her ‘it is constituted as an internal 
relationship between them. There is only one world but it is a world that we experience, a world in 
which we live a world that is ours’ (Marton and Booth, 1997: 13). Marton’s work has been used in 
the past to explore practice. The earliest use is probably Burgoyne and Hodgson’s (1983) study of 
managerial practice. The study developed and used a methodology of double interviews and obser-
vational studies to try and surface the interplay of habit, contextual knowledge and experience in 
the production of practice.
Burgoyne and Hodgson’s (1983) study is a forerunner to other interview-based methods for the 
study of practice that are suitable for use in researching individual management practice, for exam-
ple Nicolini’s (2009) ‘interview to the double’ method. This method requires interviewees to imag-
ine that they have an exact physical double that will secretly assume their role in the workplace the 
next day. The interviewee is asked to provide all the information that will ensure their body double 
is not discovered as a substitute (Nicolini, 2009). This technique does not produce accounts of tacit 
knowledge, as one might expect a management learning researcher to be looking for but ‘moral-
izing and largely idealized stories’ (Nicolini, 2009: 203). The point of the interview is for the 
researcher to gain partial access to the normative and socially acceptable ‘texture’ of the individu-
al’s practice and to reveal the construction of its nature as a local good and therefore to ‘make vis-
ible important elements of the discursive and moral environment within which the practice unfolds’ 
(Nicolini, 2009: 206). As such the analysis of the data created by this method also involves a form 
of deconstruction, where it is just as important to notice what is not articulated or mentioned as 
much as what is.
The second example of research that can be adapted for the study of individual practice is 
Nicolini’s (2011) study of telemedicine. The overall research design is, as you would expect given 
the organization is the unit of analysis, heavily ethnographic and involved the researchers attending 
meetings, promotional workshops and training sessions as well as observing a ward’s daily routine, 
analysing documents, tools and pictures and conducting semi-structured interviews with doctors, 
nurses, managers, and health officials. However, it is possible – as shown by the study of Bjorkeng 
et al. (2009) to use a mixture of observation and interview to explore practice and represents a 
manageable methodology for smaller, individual studies. Nicoloni stresses (2011) that practice 
research should always be considered the scrutiny of two practices at the same time: the practice 
we are interested in studying, and our own epistemic (and sense-making) practice as academic 
researchers. We would like to add to that – given that the context for the study of individual man-
agement learning/practice is likely to take place within an educational setting, the relationship 
between practising manager/student and practising researcher/teacher is highly relevant, whether 
that is as a result of an empirical study or reflexive pedagogical approach, the ‘practice space’ of 
student and academic are part of each other’s authoring and negotiation processes (after Bjorkeng 
et al., 2009).
In this final section we have identified research approaches that support the concept of practice as 
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relationship between different elements: the contextual and social (in terms of norms and morals), 
understanding (in terms of routinized behaviour), experience (action and reaction) and learning. 
We have argued that research methods used to examine the formation of practice in organization 
studies can be pared down by omitting the methods used to look at networked human and non-
human actors in order to be used in the study of individual practice. In addition to the methods 
identified we have argued for a re-evaluation of the contribution of phenomenography. Any of the 
approaches outlined, used in conjunction with an understanding of learning within practice, are 
entirely consistent with the established beliefs of the field of management learning and represent a 
development of practice rather than an entirely new direction.
Conclusions
This paper has presented the argument that if we, as a field, were seeking a specifically management 
learning contribution to the consideration of theory/practice then it would only come if that contri-
bution was consistent with the established tenets of the subject area. We considered the ways in 
which management learning was already implicated in, and exploring, the theory/practice gap as it 
is understood in mainstream management studies. In the first section we looked at how the (artifi-
cial) distinction between theorists and practitioners could be traced back to the tensions created, but 
never resolved, within management education. And in the second section we looked at how our 
practice as management learning facilitators (ironically, given that management education had 
helped create the perceived gap) allowed us to negotiate the ‘borderland’ space between practice and 
theory in more productive and less hierarchical ways because we simultaneously occupied the infe-
rior position of theory in the theory/practice relationship and the more powerful position in the 
teacher/student relationship that we encountered many practising managers through. We therefore 
have difficulty seeing approaches that are predicated on the acceptance of ‘practitioner’ and ‘theo-
rist’ as fixed identities and/or the observable existence of a gap between the ‘doing of theory’ and 
the ‘doing of practice’ as a necessary part or divide within the management learning tradition.
The position that management learning academics occupy when working with practising manag-
ers in educational settings is therefore an ambiguous one in an already liminal space. That results in 
dialogic approaches, when used, being deployed to encourage individual managers to reflexively 
understand their own practice/learning rather than to produce innovation. Dialogue is already pre-
sent in management learning research and understanding of individual managers’ learning but in a 
much more relational and complex way than it is used, for example, in organizational development 
interventions where opportunistic dialogic interventions are used to surface and separate actionable 
knowledge. We illustrated this point by comparing the dialogic approach of Cunliffe (2001b, 2002, 
2008), which we believe does work from the ‘inside-out’ (Cunliffe, 2002) perspective of the indi-
vidual manager to dialogic approaches that we think owe more to the organization development/
organization learning tradition (for example Antonacopoulou, 2009; Beech et al., 2010). In the OD 
tradition whereby learning is the label given to a process through which organizational actors reach 
consensus, with the help of academics, about what is ‘really’ being said and change their behaviour 
as a result – with anticipated positive results for the organization. We expressed our nervousness at 
the idea that in searching for ways of working with managers in economically productive ways we 
were in danger of conflating organizational and individual management development/learning.
In the final section we outlined our reasons for believing that the epistemic practice approach 
needed to be central to our own practice as management learning scholars. Our distinctive contri-
bution to the study of management is the work that we do with managers within educational con-
texts. We make an impact through our practice as facilitators of their efforts to make sense of their Perriton and Hodgson  13
work as managers by: (a) helping them to identify and explore the tensions in the theory/practice 
split that management education helped to create and perpetuate, (b) introducing them to the con-
cept of epistemic practice and the elements in their world that produce their own practice (either 
collectively or as single elements they may wish to study in more detail) and (c) by developing our 
own research/teaching practice in ways that allows for deeper engagement with reflexive peda-
gogy/phenomenographic understanding of being in the world and practice networks that represent 
our own authoring/negotiating (Bjorkeng et al., 2009) of the identity of management learning 
academic practitioners.
We understand the policy pressures to move academic consultancy/research into the liminal 
borderland and to claim that learning through dialogue = economic impact, but it is our contention 
that we need to look no further than the practice already established in our subject area in order to 
find the distinctive contribution that management learning already makes to our understanding of 
the theory/practice dynamic.
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